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Introduction
According to the experts, stabilisation of the housing market is looking more and
more likely. Back in February, Rabobank concluded that there was a realistic
prospect of market recovery in the medium term, but that confidence first
needed to improve. In recent months the confidence indicator has indeed
improved somewhat. The number of sales contracts has also increased. At the
same time, we see a shift in risk on the housing market from policy uncertainty
to economic uncertainty.
A quarter with two perspectives
During the second quarter of 2013 the housing market performed poorly, as
expected. The negative fall-out from the changes to the tax regime is still being
felt. The number of house sales is currently 22.8% lower than the first half of
2012. House prices are also lower. Second-hand house prices (PBK-index) fell by
2% compared to the previous quarter, and by 8.5% compared to the second
quarter of 2012. Since the beginning of the financial crisis, house prices have
fallen by 30% in real terms.
Yet, there are indications that the market is heading towards recovery. The steep
price drop since 2008 means that affordability has improved, despite the setback
caused by the new tax rules as of 1 January 2013, and the tightening of the
norms for issuing mortgages. Moreover, the ongoing decline in new construction
will allow prices to hold their own, and consumer confidence in the housing
market showed an improvement during the past six months. A further indication
that appears to point to a shift in the market towards stable sales is the aboveaverage rise in sales agreements via NVM estate agents in the second quarter
compared to the first quarter.
In addition, we believe that results of our long-term price model support the
assumption that house prices will stabilise within the foreseeable future, and
that they will rise again in the longer term. The various scenarios that we
projected in the model underpin this view, although given the current economic
climate, a strong recovery of house prices looks unlikely.
Economic situation could impede recovery
The sluggish economy poses a threat to recovery in the housing market. Of
particular concern are rising unemployment and declining disposable incomes.
We expect that the slowing of the decline in the number of transactions in the
third or fourth quarter of this year will give way to a period of stable sales
numbers. Initiatives on the political front to give the housing market an extra
boost by, for instance, paying off mortgage debt with assets accumulated in life
insurances, will contribute very modestly to market recovery.
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Vries.P@rn.rabobank.nl
+31 30 213 0172
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Current Price Development
Unsurprisingly, the housing market performed poorly in the second quarter.
Second-hand house prices (PBK index) declined by 2% on the previous quarter;
and compared to the same quarter in 2012, the drop was as much as 8.5%. In
nominal terms, house prices have fallen by
20% since the start of the financial crisis

Figure 1: Price development
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Prices have fallen sharply …
House prices fell quarter-on-quarter in both
the first (-2.3%) and the second quarter (2.0%). These sharp drops were to be expected
as a reaction by market participants to the
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changes to the tax regime on 1 January 2013.
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Under the new system, new mortgages have
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to be redeemed on an annuity basis at least,
and within thirty years, in order to be eligible
for tax deductibility. Moreover, Nibud (National

Source: CBS

Institute for Family Finance Information) has
revised the mortgage ceiling downward on the
basis of a loss of household purchasing power: Households can now borrow less,
while making the same repayments, than prior to 1 January of this year.
Consequently, house prices were expected to decline further during the first half
of 2013, although the extent of the drop could not be predicted. We assumed
that the measure had already been partly factored into the pricing by consumers. After all, prices have been affected since the crisis not only by the
deteriorating economic circumstances, but also by the ongoing discussion about
reforms to the system of mortgage interest relief.
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Figure 3: Price changes
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Current Price Development
In our Quarterly of February 2013, we concluded that, given the housing market
regulations, house prices have actually fallen below the long-term equilibrium
and could therefore rise in due course. The recently released ECB publication
confirms this assumption.1 Moreover, Dutch Central Bank president, Klaas Knot,
has asserted that the main price decline is behind us and that the market is
seeking a new, lower equilibrium.2
… but preliminary indicators suggest a slowing of the price decline
The average price and the house price index, as published by Statistics
Netherlands (CBS) and the Dutch Land Registry, reflect the situation at the time
of property transfer. This is between two and three months after the sale has
been agreed and a contract signed at the estate agent's office. In contrast to
this, the NVM (Netherlands Association of Real Estate Agents) publishes data on
sales agreed. Thus these statistics are a reasonably reliable indicator of the
number of houses that will be sold in the following quarter, when the sales are
closed and the property deeds transferred.
Figure 4 shows house price development as published by the NVM. Remarkably,
while the average house price declined by 0.3% to € 205,000 until the end of
the second quarter, at the same time three of the five house types went up in
price. These three were apartments (+0.6%), semi-detached houses (+0.8%)
and detached houses (+1.7%). The fact that the most expensive price brackets
showed a slight rise could be a sign of market recovery, because it is these that
respond quickest and most markedly to developments in the housing market.

1
ECB, (May 2013), Financial stability review. Article on
http://www.ecb.europa.eu/press/pr/date/2013/html/pr130529_1.en.html
2
DNB, (March 2013), Jaarverslag DNB [Annual Report]. Article on
www.dnb.nl/binaries/DNB_Jaarverslag_2012_tcm46-286661.pdf

Figure 4: Estate Agents report rise in price for
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Market Size
According to the Land Registry, considerably fewer second-hand houses were
sold in the second quarter of 2013 (22,111) than in the same period last year
(34,628). By comparison with the first quarter of 2013 (23,090) the drop was
less sharp: -4.2%.
Unprecedentedly low sales …
The peak year for house sales was 2006, when almost 210,000 existing homes
changed hands, breaking the previous record from 1999 (204,500). It was
considered normal at the time for over 50,000 homes to be sold per quarter.
After 2006, the influx of new buyers dried up considerably, for reasons that
included deteriorating affordability (see page 9). Since then, the number of
transactions has almost halved: During the past 12 months, sales have fallen to
103,800 (Figure 6). For the second quarter of 2013 we had expected a further
contraction - for two reasons. First, the housing market performed exceptionally
well in the fourth quarter of 2012, because buyers moved to close the deal in
advance of the new tax rules from 1 January 2013. Second, the new tax regime
has led to reduced borrowing capacity for first-time buyers. Since the Land
Registry started publishing transaction numbers in 1995, never have fewer
houses changed hands than now (22,111).
…but more sales agreements have been signed
Although the transactions recorded by the Land Registry give a complete picture
of the size of the market, the data lag between two and three months behind
the time of sale agreement. According to the NVM, in the second quarter more
houses (19.8%) were sold than could be expected on the basis of seasonally
corrected figures (13.1%). NVM estate agents accounted for a total of 20,625
sales.

Figure 6: Transactions, annual and quarterly basis
x 1000

x 1000

Figure 7: Supply stabilising
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Market Size
At the same time, the Dutch Mortgage Data Network (HDN) reports that in June
and July there were more mortgage applications via brokers than in the same
months in 2012. Mortgage applications rose by 15% to over 24,000 in June and
July this year.
Mortgage arrears increase, but remain at a low level
The Dutch Credit Registration Bureau (BKR) registers mortgages that are in
arrears by 120 days or more. Currently, a total of 81,888 mortgage holders are
struggling with payment problems. This number represents 1.6% of homeowners in the Netherlands1, which is very low by comparison with other
countries (Figure 8). That said, the percentage of mortgage delinquencies has
risen considerably since the start of the crisis. The number of divorces is the
main reason for mortgage default. In addition, rising unemployment has
contributed to the number of mortgages in arrears. In September 2008
unemployment in the Netherlands stood at 3.1% (international definition); by
July 2013 the rate had risen to 7%.
Ultimately, payment arrears by no means always lead to repossessions. In
recent times, both mortgage lenders and mortgage holders have been seeking
solutions to avoid forced sales. This is preferable for both parties in most cases,
and is reflected in the decline in forced sales since 2012 (Figure 9).

1

BKR (2013), BKR Press Report, Mortgage Barometer, Article on
https://www.bkr.nl/Documents/Persberichten/BKR_Hypotheekbarometer_april_2013.pdf

Figure 8: Payment Arrears

Figure 9: Sales by auction (forced)

%

%

#

25

3000

20

20

2500

2,5%

15

15

2000

2,0%

1500

1,5%

10

10

1000

1,0%

500

0,5%

25

5

5

0

0
04
05
06
Netherlands

07
08
Portugal

Italy

Ireland

09

10
UK

11

12
13
Spain

Greece

3,0%

0

0,0%
97 98 99 00 01 02 03 04 05 06 07 08 10 11 12 13

12-months-total (lhs)

as a percentage of all transactions (rhs)

Source: Land Registry/Data processing, Rabobank

Source: Moody’s

September 2013

Rabobank Economic Research Department

7

Future Developments
For future developments on the housing market, it is important to realise that
recovery begins with stabilisation of sales numbers, followed by a rise in sales.
Only when sales increase, can prices stabilise. We expect to see the number of
sales stabilise within the next six months. However, the recession could throw a
spanner in the works.
Confidence creeping back …

Figure 10: Confidence indicators
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10). Nonetheless, the improvement is an early
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signal for a turnaround on the residential
property market.
… and more people want to move house …
The loss of confidence in recent years meant potential house buyers kept putting
off buying a house in anticipation of a further drop in prices (Van Dijk, 2013).1
This is clear from the government analysis, WoON2012, which shows that in the
past two years fewer households moved house, but more people than ever want
to move.2 The main increase is found among those who want to relocate within
one to two years time (+18% compared to 2009). The number of households
hoping to move within six months to a year increased by 13%. Accordingly, a
large group of potential buyers has emerged.
… and affordability has improved …
Moreover if we look at the question of affordability3, we conclude that this will
support the recovery of prices in the medium term (Figure 11). Since 2008
average real house prices have declined by 30%, while real household income
has fallen by 6.6%. Thus, affordability has improved since 2008. However, owing
to the fiscal reforms of 1 January, financing costs have increased. Buyers can no
1

Dijk, van M. (2013), Verliesaversie op de woningmarkt [Loss aversion on the housing
market] Article on http://www.cpb.nl
2
Ministry of the Interior and Kingdom Relations (2013), Wonen in ongewone tijden.
[Living in unusual times]
3
Affordability is calculated on the basis of the average house price (Land Registry) and
average household income (Statistics Netherlands). The calculation assumes a thirty-year
annuity mortgage and a mortgage-payments-to-income ratio of 30%.
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Future Developments
longer opt for a savings mortgage or an interest-only mortgage (with lower
monthly costs than an annuity mortgage), because these are no longer eligible
for tax deductibility. The higher monthly costs incurred by an annuity mortgage
mean that house prices will move along a lower growth path from this year on.
In our view, the tax reform has already been factored into the lower prices,
because households took the new measure into consideration. Consequently, all
in all, the problem would seem to be less one of financing and more one of
confidence. Moreover, interest rates have also fallen in the recent period.
…with the possible consequence: no further drop in the number of sales
Stabilisation of the number of sales appears to becoming a reality. According to
the Association of Real Estate Agents (NVM), the number of sales agreed in the
second quarter in the Netherlands rose to some 27,900.4 This is 20% higher
than in the first quarter of the year, and well above the expected seasonallybased rise of only 13%. This stabilisation in sales is an early indication of a shift
in the market. Accordingly, we expect that in the third or fourth quarter of this
year, after years of decline, sales numbers will enter a period of stable, albeit
historically low, levels.
Stabilisation is contingent on the cycle of the residential property
market …
In theory, the housing market follows a recurring cycle which can be plotted on a
diagram (Figure 12).5 Six successive phases are distinguished in this cycle:
reversal, recovery, active, stagnating, downturn and inactive phase. This cycle
has been derived from NVM sales data and is hence characteristic for the Dutch
residential property market. The recent phase in the Netherlands has been
'inactive', with declining sales numbers and falling prices.
4

NVM estimate based on the number of houses sold by NVM estate agents (20,600).
Jos Janssen, 1992. Prijsvorming van bestaande koopwoningen [Pricing of second-hand
houses], Nijmegen (SONO b.v.), Thesis.
5

Figure 12: Cycle of the residential property market

Figure 11: Affordability Index
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Future Developments
After the inactive phase comes the 'reversal'. This phase is characterised by a
slight rise in the number of house sales, but still declining prices. If the number
of sales really does stabilise in the third and fourth quarters, then the Dutch
property market will have entered this phase.
It is difficult to say how long this phase will

Figure 13: LTV, by age category
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the Dutch economy has been in recession
since mid-2011. That said, the pace of contraction slowed in the past quarter, compared to the three previous quarters. We
expect to see an end to the recession in the next six months, but we don't
envisage significant economic recovery this year or next. The international
economy is picking up and Dutch exports are profiting from this. However, the
country is still faced with declining domestic spending as a result of the loss of
purchasing power and rising unemployment. Nonetheless, we assume that the
end of the recession will be sufficient to nudge the housing market towards more
stable sales numbers. However, it is still to early to say that the housing market
has really reached calmer waters.
Controversy about the maximum mortgage
There is currently debate in the Netherlands about the size of mortgages people
take on when buying a house. In its report "Towards a serviceable stable
banking system" the Wijffels Commission (27 June 2013) presented a number of
recommendations for financial stability that also concern the housing market.
These were part of an advisory report on the structure of the Dutch banks. One
of the recommendations was that, in future, mortgages should not exceed 80%
of the value of a property. This would mean that first-time buyers would have to
come up with the remaining 20% themselves. Currently, the maximum loan-tovalue (LTV) is 105% (including 2% stamp duty); and it has been decided to
reduce this LTV gradually to 100% by 2018, in 1% annual increments.6 It would
6
This proposal was included in the Spring Agreement (26 June 2012) between the then
ruling coalition parties VVD and CDA, and the opposition parties D66, GroenLinks and
ChristenUnie. An exception was made for sustainable, energy-saving investments, if these
lead to lower housing costs. Moreover, for energy-saving facilities, a deviation from the
maximum mortgage, based on income, will be permitted, in keeping with the Code of
Conduct for mortgage financing.
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Future Developments
appear from the government's policy on the banking sector that house buyers
will in future have to put more of their own money into their house. Government
policy seems aimed at further reducing the LTV. Throughout the eurozone the
LTV averages only 80%.7
It is likewise our view that the LTV can be further reduced to below 100% - once
the housing market settles down. It is the most effective way to reduce financial
vulnerabilities at both micro and macro level. We also expect that in future both
mortgage holders and lenders will apply a different risk assessment regarding
the LTV, which will automatically have the effect of pushing it down. However,
this must be approached on a sound basis and will only work if there is a viable
alternative in the form of a properly functioning private rental housing sector.8
Average LTV in the Netherlands is 55%, and 12% of all homeowners have a
mortgage with an LTV of over 100% (Figure 13). In other words, 12% of all
homeowners are in negative equity.9 This mainly affects younger households
who purchased their house in the past ten years. However, if the debts of Dutch
households are balanced against their assets, the net result is positive. Despite
the declining house prices, the total value of homes in the Netherlands is still
twice the size of total mortgage debt.
Pensions, life insurances and housing market
In a parallel development, a discussion has arisen about the use of pension fund
assets for redeeming the Dutch mortgage debt. In order to stimulate the economy, the cabinet is considering permitting the use of 'tied up assets', and to make
this more attractive from a tax point of view.10 If this plan should materialise, it
would meant that people could use their life insurance or pension in order to pay
off mortgage debt.
In response, insurance companies claim that this would be unfavourable for consumers and that people would lose a considerable portion of their accumulated
wealth. Moreover, it is older people with low LTVs who mostly have these assets,
and not young people who entered the market at its peak.
A related discussion in this respect, concerns the possible investment of pension
fund money in Dutch mortgages. In March, the Van Dijkhuizen Commission
released its report concerning the progress made in the plan to having mortgages financed by pension funds. At the request of Housing Minister Stef Blok,
the Van Dijkhuizen Commission investigated whether pension funds and insurers
were willing to invest some tens of billions of euros in Dutch mortgages that
bear the least risk - the NHG guaranteed mortgages. The Kroes working group is
currently working through the proposals that have arisen from the report. The
talks are expected to be completed soon.
7
Finance Ministry (23 August 2013), Kabinetsvisie Nederlandse bankensector [Cabinet
vision of Dutch banking sector].
8
Piljic, D & H. Stegeman (2013), Anders wonen - Naar een werkende woningmarkt, [A
different way of living - Towards a functioning housing market] Rabobank.
9
Beers, N. en M. Bijlsma, (2013), Afbouw van consumentenschuld - welke rol voor de
overheid? [Reducing consumer debt- the role of the government.] Article on www.cpb.nl
10
FD (14 August 2013), ‘Kabinet wil levensverzekeringen inzetten om hypotheek af te
lossen’ [Cabinet wants to use life insurances to redeem mortgage debt].
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Scenario’s price model
We expect to see house prices stabilise within the foreseeable future and
rebound in the longer term. This prognosis is based on our study ‘Over de
waardering van woningen’ [House price valuation].
In recent years, various studies have been conducted on this question: Are
house prices in the Netherlands overvalued or undervalued? We have sought to
answer this by developing a time series model. Using theoretical frameworks as
well as empirical evidence, we have calculated a long-term price model which
explains the house price level on the basis of real interest rates, real disposable
income from employment, savings deposits and the size of the housing stock.
Although the resulting model does not enable us to make an exact
pronouncement on the situation, it does appear to show that Dutch house prices
are undervalued rather than overvalued (Figure 14). If we factor in policy
changes, then the undervaluation is considerably less marked. In our view the
results of this study justify the assumption that house prices will stabilise within
the foreseeable future, and that they will rise moderately in the longer term. The
various scenarios that we projected in the model support this view, although
given the current economic climate, a strong recovery of house prices seems
unlikely.
We used seven different short-term models to see if a sound projection could be
made for the coming years. However, five years after the downturn in 2008, this
did not seem feasible. All our models proved too unreliable to yield a robust
point estimation. There are two main reasons for this. First, the change in
economic circumstances since 2008 has fundamentally altered the relationships
between various variables. Second, the effects of the changes in government
policies and the policies of financial institutions in the mortgage market are
impossible to capture in a model.

Figure 14: Scenario nominal price development

Figure 15: Point estimation based on various
short-term models

Nominal houseprice

Nominal houseprice

20

400000

400000

350000

350000

15

300000

300000

10

250000

250000

200000

200000

150000

150000

100000

100000
2000

2004

2008

2012

2016

2020

2024

nominal houseprice developement based upon long term model
actual nominal price development (dotted equal inflation)

Source: Rabobank

%

%

15

Short term predictors for 2013

10

5

5

0

0

-5

-5

-10

-10
09
Actual price

10
st1

11
st2

st3

12
st4

st5

13
st6

Source: Rabobank

September 2013

20

Rabobank Economic Research Department

12

st7

New Construction and Pricing
The relationship between new construction and existing buildings and the price
effect on existing owner-occupied homes is a classic problem in the housing
market economy. A recent Rabobank study shows that a rise in new construction
output can have a significantly negative effect on the price of second-hand
homes.1 Because new construction is currently declining, this will help to
stabilise prices.
Background
From an economic perspective, new construction acts as a substitute for existing
buildings.2 For this reason, it is logical that there will be a so-called 'positive
cross price elasticity'. In concrete terms this means: a rise in the supply of new
housing must lead to a drop in the prices of existing homes. However, this
theory has never been demonstrated for the Netherlands. Moreover, there are
arguments for the opposite: new construction can make the existing environment more attractive, raising its profile, and thus leading to rising prices.
Moreover, the price of land can rise when more construction takes place in a
specific area, leading to shortage of building land. Accordingly, the price effect of
new construction depends on regional characteristics.
In order to examine the relationship between new construction and house
prices, we have conducted a regional analysis. Construction in the Netherlands is
preceded by a lengthy process of discussion between politicians, construction
companies and project developers. Consequently, the price development of
existing housing stock can be related to the construction output and the
business cycle of one or two years earlier (Figure 16).
Existing research
Little research has been conducted on the effect of new construction on price
development. Researchers from the OTB research institute of the University of
Delft in the Netherlands were the first to try to measure this association at
regional level for the Netherlands.3 However, with only 14 observations they did
not have sufficient information for an econometric model. However, they did find
negative Z scores for a limited number of high-density VINEX regions (areas
adjoining cities, developed under the Fourth Planning Bill). This may point to a
price drop caused by a sudden large-scale increase in the housing supply. On
this basis, it could be expected that for the entire country, a rise in construction
will dampen the prices of existing homes.

1
Van Dalen, P. (2013), New residential construction and the existing stock in the
Netherlands before and after the credit crunch: a national and regional analysis of house
prices, Master Thesis Utrecht University in cooperation with Rabobank.
2
Bourassa, S. C. (1987), Land value taxation and new housing development in Pittsburgh,
Growth and Change, 18(4): 44-56.
3
De Vries, P. & P. Boelhouwer (2005), Local house price developments and housing
supply, Property Management, 23(2): 80–96.
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New Construction and Pricing
Data
For this analysis, data was used from Statistics Netherlands (CBS) for each
COROP (regional) area, from 1995 to 2011. With regard to the number of newly
constructed residences, we used both the number of permits issued and the
number of completed properties. The average price of existing owner-occupied
homes per region was used for the existing homes. Apart from new construction,
price development can also be influenced by other factors such as interest rates
and unemployment. These are corrected for in the model. The housing stock has
also been factored in. Unfortunately, insufficient data were available for regional
income (2006-2010), which meant this variable could not be included, and
instead time dummy variables were used (years and quarters).
Method
There is a fixed sequence of events on the housing market: the planning phase,
the issuing of a building license and the actual construction. Only then might a
price effect be seen, in view of market imperfections and information
assymetry.4 For this reason our model allows for changes over time. For
instance, in the final model - which explains price development - completed
residential properties are included with a lag of two and/or three quarters. In
addition, the delayed house price is also included, in order to correct for
autocorrelation.
Model outcomes
As expected, the model shows that increasing new construction in a region has a
significantly negative effect on the price of existing homes in the same region.
With a lag of two quarters, the number of completed homes for sale has a
significantly dampening effect on existing homes prices. This means that two
quarters after the new houses have been completed, the price of existing homes
goes down. For the Netherlands as a whole, a 1% decline in new construction
results in a price rise of approximately 0.04%. The opposite is also the case. The
price effect can be seen between six and nine months later, since it takes some
time for the market to adapt to the new supply/demand ratio. A transition period
occurs in which the market finds a new equilibrium. Consumers also evaluate the
new situation in their area, and compare the new houses with existing ones.
The declining number of completed homes thus has the effect of pushing up
prices (Figure 16x). The effect of the decline in production of over 18% in 2012
will continue to be felt in the third quarter of 2013. Moreover, according to the
most recent forecast by market analysts Bouwkennis (2013), the number of
completed homes continues to decline. The trough will be reached in 2014 with
only 38,000 new completions.5,6 For the residential property market, this will
mean a further drop of 5%. Not until 2015 can we expect new construction to
rise to about 45,000 completions. Until 2014, the ongoing decline in volume will
4
De Vries, P. and P. Boelhouwer (2005), Local house price developments and housing
supply, Property Management, 23(2): 80–96.
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continue to support the price level of existing homes. This will account for a
price effect of at least +0.4% on the total existing homes market until the end
of 2014. The model outcomes further show that, as expected, the price lag has a
considerable effect on the current price. In today's situation that means that the
declining price will lead to a further decline. The turning point for a price rise is
therefore crucial: then a rise can lead to a further rise and prices can recover.
Conclusion
This analysis demonstrates the relationship between the supply of new homes
and the price of existing homes. As expected, a decline in supply has the effect
of pushing up prices. In view of the imminent decline in new housing output,
prices will decline less rapidly or may rise more rapidly in the coming quarters.

5

Bouwkennis (2013), Dieptepunt woningbouw op 38.000 stuks in 2014, [Trough of 38,000
newly completed homes in 2014] Article on http://www.bouwkennis.nl/
6
De NVB thermometer koopwoningen verwacht zelfs een daling naar 30.000
gereedgekomen woningen. Dan is het prijsopdrijvend effect dus nog sterker. [The NVB
residential property barometer expects a drop to only 30,000 new completions. That will
intensify the price-supporting effect.] Article on http://www.nvbbouw.nl/Publicaties/NVB_Thermometers/Thermometer_Koopwoningen

Figure 17: Construction sector and economic
growth

Figure 16: Building permits issued
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‘The Dutch House’
Dutch houses come in all shapes and sizes. A satellite view reveals a pot-pourri
of old, new, small, large, high-rise and low-rise homes. Nonetheless, there is a
distinct spatial pattern. This pattern reflects the historic development of Dutch
housing.
Figure 18. Profile of the Dutch housing stock 2012

Houses and residential locations in all
shapes and sizes
The entire population of the Netherlands is
housed in a total of over seven million homes.
Although houses have the same function
everywhere in the world - protection from the
elements - and share a large number of
comparable physical elements - roof, walls,
windows and doors - nonetheless there is a
typically Dutch house style, thanks to the
building methods and materials used. Houses
in the Netherlands are largely brick, singlefamily homes, owner-occupied, three to five

Source: ABF-Research

rooms in size and were built after the Second
World War (Figure 18). The most typical houses are terraced houses.
This description does not rule out large differences in house type, ownership,
size and age within the housing stock. Moreover, there is considerable spatial
variation in the composition of the housing stock, both in terms of provincial
differences and differences between postal code areas. This variation is strongly
linked to the period in which the houses in question were built. While the current
housing stock is the result of eight centuries of building and renovating, most of
the houses are only a few decades old1. Needless to say, there were dwellings in
the Netherlands before the 12th century, but the poor durability of the materials
used then - mainly wood and clay - means there is not a single habitable
example left. In any case, as recently as a century and an half ago the country
had only two million inhabitants at most, which meant the need for housing was
much lower than is now the case. Not until the mid-19th century did population
growth take off in the Netherlands - currently nearly 17 million - leading to
strong growth in the number of houses.
This growth of the housing stock did not take place evenly throughout the
country. On the contrary, house building was strongly concentrated in certain
areas. To this day, only 19% of the surface of the country is built on. House
1
The oldest (stone) house in the Netherlands is the Proosdijhuis (deanery) in Deventer,
which dates from the 12th century. Beek (Limburg) and Voorburg are the oldest
continuously occupied settlements in the country. In the rivalry for the title of "oldest
continuously occupied town in the Netherlands", Nijmegen seems to have pipped
Maastricht, on the basis of recent research.
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building was and is limited to a relatively small part of the Netherlands. At the
same time, the degree of house building concentration varied over time. From a
spatial point of view, three phases can be distinguished for the evolution of the
Dutch housing stock. In the first phase - until the 1950s - building was
concentrated in specific areas. The same is true for the third phase - the past
quarter century. In the second phase - the 1960s and 1970s - house building
was more spread throughout the country (Figure 19).
In terms of numbers and surface area, the postal code areas that were built up
prior to 1960 still account for more than half of the country's total housing. One
third of the postal code areas - which also amounts to one third of the surface
area - was developed during the suburbanisation phase (Figure 20).
There is considerable variation of intensity in which the built-up areas in the
Netherlands are used. Building can be low density or high density. For each of
the three phases, a distinction can be made between postal code areas that
were built in an urban fashion, and those that have a more rural character. This
leads to a total of six categories (Figure 20)2. The compact urban phase is
characterised by postal code areas with 'old, compact development', that have a
high density and 'old, rural centres' with low density. In the suburbanisation
phase, there are both 'urban' and 'rural' suburbs; and in the reurbanisation
phase, recent rural centres contrast with the high-density VINEX districts.
2

The degree of house-building concentration is shown here by the stasticial skewness of
the number of housing units per postal code area. This skewness reflects the difference
between the real and the statistically normal distribution of the number of housing units
built. Even with a normal distribution - with a skewness of 0 - there is some degree of
concentration. However, positive skewness implies a very high degree of concentration.
3
This distinction between 'urban' and 'rural' is based on the extent to which a postal code
area is built up. Postal code areas in which the percentage of built-up acreage is less than
half (9.5%) of the national average percentage (19%) are designated as 'rural'; the
remainder as 'urban'

Figure 19. Spatial concentration of house building
in postal code districts 20123

Figure 20. Dutch housing stock by main construction period and construction density by postal
code area, 2012

Source: ABF-Research; Data processing, Rabobank

Source: ABF-Research; Data processing, Rabobank
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In both periods of high concentration, there was considerable variation in the
intensity of development between the postal code areas. In the 'old, compact
development' the number of homes per hectare is nearly 20% greater than the
national average; but in 'old rural centres', it is
20% smaller. This distinction between 'urban'
Figure 21. Intensity of usage of developed
acreage per type of postal code district, 2012
and 'rural' is even greater in the recently
developed postal code districts (Figure 21). In
'rural' postal code districts that were developed long ago, as well as in the recently
developed ones, the homes are much more
spacious than in old and recent 'urban' postal
code districts. In the postal code districts that
were developed in the 1960s and 1970s - the
suburbanisation phase that took place
between these two concentration phases there is little distinction between 'urban' and
'rural' intensity. Moreover, in both categories
the number of homes built is somewhat lower
Source: ABF-Research; data processing, Rabobank
than average. The suburbanisation phase was
characterised not only by relatively strong
distribution of house building throughout the country, but in comparison to the
'urban' districts that were built before and after this phase, low-density
construction also took place. Moreover, there was a blurring of the categories
'urban' and 'rural' development. Building took place at the same density
everywhere. Accordingly, there was no difference in this respect between an
urban 'cabbage patch' neighbourhood and its 'rural' counterpart.
Despite the lower density of construction, population density in the postal code
districts from the suburbanisation phase is scarcely lower that in the 'old, compact developments'. The number of households is, however, lower. This means
that the number of persons per household and per home is larger in the suburban areas than in the 'old, compact' areas. However, in the VINEX neighbourhoods (from the 1990s on), the average household size is even greater. In these
areas the number of inhabitants and households per hectare is far larger than in
the districts built in the 1960s and 1970s. The re-urbanisation wave of recent
decades is reflected not only in concentrations of new construction in a relatively
small number of VINEX locations, but also in high intensity of land usage. This
applies not only to residential construction, but also to commercial land usage.
In particular, the recently developed 'rural' postal code areas contain a very
large number of jobs per hectare of developed acreage, thanks to a much
greater percentage than average of business parks.4 Nonetheless, the old,
compact postal code districts - the inner cities - are still in the lead in terms of
employment density.
4

However, the percentage of recent urban and rural areas in total employment is (very)
small. Over 60% of employment is still located in postal code districts that were developed
prior to 1960.
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Compact centres
Until the 1950s, the way in which the ever-growing population was housed
remained largely unchanged for centuries. For the small, wealthy population
class, large town houses and clusters of mansions were built in the cities, and
attractive, leafy villages evolved to become the first 'suburbs' in the country.
Examples are Zeist, Wassenaar and Vught. By contrast, housing for the working
classes left much to be desired. Exceptions were the 'factory towns' built by
enlightened entrepreneurs, such as Agnetapark in Delft, Pathmos in Enschede
and Drents Dorp in Eindhoven. Not until the Housing Act of 1901 did municipal
housing companies first, and later housing corporations, become active in
seeking to bring about decent housing for 'ordinary people'. Moreover, in a
number of large towns bourgeois neighbourhoods sprang up to meet the
demand from the rapidly rising middle class. These included: Statenkwartier in
The Hague, Plan Zuid in Amsterdam and Tuindorp in Utrecht. In rural areas,
however, small famers and manual labourers continued to be dependent on what
they built themselves: mainly small workers cottages and often poor quality sod
houses.
Within this compact model, a revolutionary innovation took place in the 1930s,
spearheaded by the 'new architecture movement. Led by a generation of socially
engaged and innovative architects and urban planners5, there was a move away
from the traditional method of building in 'closed blocks'. Instead, low rise terraced houses - and multi-storey buildings - gallery flats - were built in open
blocks, enabling air and light to stream in. Neighbourhoods built in the 'closed'
manner, such as Tuinwijk in Utrecht and Amsterdam districts behind the A10
motorway, differ considerably in character from the more openly constructed
neighbourhoods such as Tuindorp in Utrecht and Westelijke Tuinsteden in
Amsterdam.
Typically, virtually all these homes and residential neighbourhoods were closely
linked in terms of location with work and facilities. Most people walked to work or more recently went by bicycle or public transport (bus, tram or train)6, which
reined in the urban sprawl. Residential centres at that time were therefore
inevitably compact, and a large percentage of multi-storey buildings - nearly
50% - resulted in high population density. These old, compact centres and the
accompanying intensity of land usage can still be found in the central sections of
large municipalities. These include Amsterdam, within the boundaries of the
A10, residential areas built on the outskirts of the Randstad urban belt (the
Dunes area, Het Gooi and the Utrechtse Heuvelrug) and in numerous rural
5
This movement received international acclaim after the Congres International
d’Architecture Moderne in 1931, with Le Corbusier as its figurehead. In the Netherlands,
J.J.P Oud and Willem Dudok were well known protagonists.
6
This movement received international acclaim after the Congres International
d’Architecture Moderne in 1931, with Le Corbusier as its figurehead. In the Netherlands,
J.J.P Oud and Willem Dudok were well known protagonists.
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centres, particularly in the north of the country and in the province of Zeeland
(Figure 22). In Zeeland, nearly 80% of the housing stock is located in postal
code areas that were developed primarily during this phase of concentration. In
the provinces of Groningen, Friesland and
Figure 22. Main construction period of housing
stock by postal code area, 2012

Limburg, this is true for nearly 70% of the
housing. The percentage is lower in the other
provinces as a consequence of the increase in
the housing stock in the past half century.
Compactness is also a characteristic of the
reconstruction of war-ravaged inner cities, not
only where rebuilding was done in the
historical way (Middelburg, Oostburg), but also
where the principles of 'new architecture' were
followed, such as in Rotterdam, Arnhem and
Nijmegen. In addition, during the urban
renewal that took place during the 1970s,
most of the development was high-density.
Accordingly, these renewed urban areas also

Source: ABF-Research; data processing, Rabobank

belong to the category of compact centres.
Suburbanisation

The increasing popularity of the family car from the 1950s onwards brought an
abrupt end to the hitherto concentrated settlement pattern. In the quarter
century between 1960 and 1985, a large wave of suburbanisation took place in
the Netherlands on the back of strong population growth - the baby boom - and
the prevalence of the motor car. Having ones' own vehicle meant many citydwellers were able to leave cramped city homes and move to the more pleasant,
rapidly developing villages, where new, spacious, low-rise houses were available,
surrounded by greenery. Initially, this period saw the continuation of the
characteristically Dutch principles of 'new architecture'; however, in the 1970s,
'cabbage patch' neighbourhoods dominated, consisting of housing estates with
low-rise buildings and streets where traffic-calming measures prevailed. Only
one quarter of the homes built in the postal code areas that were developed in
this period are multi-storey dwellings.
Suburbanisation was most marked in the areas surrounding the major cities in
the Randstad urban conglomerate and in the south of the country, where
industry and mining provided more employment in these years than ever before
(Figure 22). True, the government tried to steer the process of suburbanisation
by developing new medium-sized residential areas at some distance from the
major cities. Examples are Hellevoetsluis, Nieuwegein and Purmerend – growth
centres which were intended to provide sufficient employment and facilities on a
sustainable basis and thus function as independent towns. In the province of
Noord-Brabant, almost half of the housing stock is located in postal code
districts that were developed chiefly during this suburbanisation phase. In the
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provinces of Utrecht, Gelderland and Drenthe, a third of the housing stock dates
from that era. In the provinces of Noord- and Zuid-Holland, the proportion is
smaller, owing to the relatively large number of homes in 'compact centres'.
Re-urbanisation
As a consequence of household fragmentation as well as the greatly improved
quality of housing in the preceding decades, the 1980s saw a sharp decline in
the pace of suburbanisation, and a renewed emphasis on city living. Thanks to
new construction and urban renewal, a large percentage of Dutch citizens were
satisfied with their urban living conditions, and the sharp growth in the number
of small households led to a rise in the demand for small homes in the city.
House building was chiefly concentrated in large-scale developments in the cities
(Figure 23). These so-called VINEX-neighbourhoods – which came about on foot
of the Fourth Planning Bill were virtually always developed adjacent to old
compact centres, such as Ypenburg just outside The Hague, Barendrecht near
Rotterdam and Leidsche Rijn outside Utrecht. Although these districts were
located closer to the city than the growth centres from the suburbanisation
period, the same goal applied: that they should become independent towns,
with their own facilities, providing not only accommodation but also employment. The percentage of low-rise homes is comparable to that in the growth
centres. However, the percentage of owner-occupied homes in VINEX-areas is
much greater than in the growth centres. VINEX-neighbourhoods now account
for one sixth of the housing stock, and in most of the provinces, one fifth. Only
in the provinces of Groningen, Limburg and Zeeland is the fraction much lower reflecting the demographic stagnation in these provinces. By contrast, in the
province of Flevoland, nearly three-quarters of postal code districts were
developed in the most recent decades (Figure 23).
In contrast to the unbridled growth of the new VINEX-locations, population
growth in the old, compact postal code districts - existing urban areas - was
generally limited to a few percent annually (Figure 24). Thus these locations
Figure 23. Development by type of postal code
area 1998-2011 (development NL = 100%; jobs
1996-2011)

Figure 24. Household type development by type of
postal code area 1998-2011

Source: ABF-Research; data processing, Rabobank

Source: ABF-Research; data processing, Rabobank
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lagged behind the national average, and there is considerable variation in
population growth. Moreover, growth in the number of households is rather onesided: only the category single-person households is increasing; by contrast the
number of families and even the number of couples is declining (Figure 24).
With regard to the category of old, compact postal code areas as a whole, there
is no renewed growth of families and even less of a new 'family ambiance'. Only
in the VINEX-locations is the number of families significantly increasing.
In contrast to the compact urban and suburban postal code districts, in recent
decades, 'rural' districts - both newly developed and those from the suburbanisation phase showed above average population and household growth. Growth
of housing stock was likewise stronger than in the urban districts. Although
there is a renewed concentration of development - reurbanisation - in most of
the country it is accompanied by ongoing urbanisation of rural areas.
Conclusions
The Dutch housing stock come into being over the course of many centuries.
During a large part of this period, house building was highly concentrated, in
multi-storey buildings and adjacent to existing centres. However, in the 1960s,
increased affluence and the availability of the motorcar caused house building to
take a new direction. In a short period of time, low-rise housing estates were
constructed in what used to be the countryside. Although there has been
renewed urban growth since the 1980s, this has been largely due to large new
residential areas constructed on the outskirts of cities. There is only minor
growth in the old centres themselves, and most of this growth can be attributed
to the rising number of single-person households. In this respect the 'old,
compact centres' point to the direction of future development. Growth in families
is currently only seen in rural areas and in the VINEX-locations.
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consider to be reliable. Among others, these include Reuters EcoWin, Land Registry, NVM, DNB, CPB,
Statistics Netherlands and huizenzoeker.nl.
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No rights may be derived from the information provided. Past results provide no guarantee for the
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